become a product of individual consumption, giving literature a new function of commodity in the precapitalist societies of Western Europe.2 Nonetheless, the transition of printed texts into secular fiction cannot be separated from the religious conflicts that marked the second half of the sixteenth century, between the Protestant Reformation and the Catholic CounterReformation. The historical context in which we find beyond their lifetime the narrative opposition of Martin Luther, father of the Protestant Reformation, and Ignatius of Loyola, defender of a weakened Roman Catholic Church,3 is mostly responsible for the distancing of literary expressions from their original affiliation with medieval Christianity.
The Spiritual Exercises, Product of the Renaissance
By the end of the sixteenth century, the newly established Society of Jesus,4 had taken over the administration of some of the most renowned colleges of southwestern Europe and had launched an unheard number of new institu tions and missions throughout the rest of the world. Ignatius of Loyola, the aging founder of the Jesuit order, insisted until his last breath on the necessity to integrate his meditation system, the Spiritual Exercises, within the learning approach of every discipline of human knowledge, including grammar and the construction of rhetorical figures.5 In this spirit, the Jesuit educative system was designed to be comprehensive and inclusive of all disciplines, always encouraging interdisciplinary studies.
Although the Spiritual Exercises had immediate and direct influence on devotional poetry, its more intriguing repercussions on secular literature and, particularly, its participation in the merging of philosophy with literature in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the consequent rise of the novel, will be the main focus of this chapter. From the Renaissance to the 1760s,6 the Jesuit fathers educated some of the most significant figures of Western European literature, such as Miguel de Cervantes, René Descartes, Voltaire, the
